Orr to examine trends in student use of the library and its resources and services.Ls Thls survey is of particular interest because of its focus on comparing and contrasting different types of users-students taklng online course versus in-classroom students, undergraduate versus graduate students-and because of its various cross-tabulations with print and electronic resource preferences. UMUC has an interesting demographic because it has a high proportion of distance education students and so signals characteristics of a population that is more dependent on remote services and digital content. OnIy 32 percent of the respondents had visited the library in the past year and they were more likely to visit the library if they were studying in a classroom. While the study did not ask about reference services per se, respondents indicated that "access to staff' was significantly less important than a number of other library offerings, such as access to electronic resources and off-campus access to the catalogue.
The study that bears some similari~y to the present research was conducted by Johnson, who performed a survey to investigate "university affiliates' awareness of, use of, and interest in reference services, with a particular focus on online chat reference (synchronous digital reference)."19 The survey instrument asked directly for "their first option" if seeking assistance from library staff in a hypothetical scenario, and relationships were drawn between preferences noted and status of respondent. It was found that undergraduates were most likely to choose face-to-face reference services and faculty were more likely to prefer e-mail. Few people had used the chat service and few people were even aware of it. Of the three people that used chat, only one said they would use it again. This particular campus had only one year's experience with VR, and it is not surprising that marketing and promotion formed an important part of their conclusions.
METHODOLOGY
This study consisted of two surveys, one in-person and one online, carried out during the fall of 2004. The surveys were distributed to library users at two universities in Toronto: Ryerson University with a full-time equivalent (FTE) student population of eighteen thousand and York University with a student body of thirty-eight thousand (FTE). Both universities are located in a large urban environment and most of the students reside off campus. Ryerson and York Universities, as noted previously, have been collaborative partners providing a chat reference service since 2001. The service has provided text-based interactions with page pushing and sharing, and co-browsing of licensed databases.
The premise for the study was based on the notion that a reasonable exposure to newer reference services like VR had occurred (both universities provide e-mail services). By issuing a survey, we could shed some light on emerging preferences for different types of service and whether there are different preferences depending on exposure to the VR service and preference for study location. The research reported here is considered exploratory and not intended to be representative.
A pop-up survey was provided to all VR users over a three-week period in November 2004 and appeared following the close of a session with a librarian; the same questions were issued in print to reference desk users over the same time period. Basically, the surveys were distributed until an acceptable amount had been filled out: approximately one hundred for each university's reference desks and approximately one hundred in total from VR users. The final frequencies for each survey were reference desk, 242 and VR, 106. The survey (see appendix) asked seven core questions exploring use and preference for reference services and habits and preferences for study location (in library, off campus, etc.) as well as resources and chat software use.
The sample sizes for each service point were not proportionate to actual reference desk and VR statistics during this time period. During the same period our two universities jointly had 382 VR sessions and approximately 9,500 Reference Desk interactions20 As it turned out, it was much easier to obtain feedback using a pop-up survey after a VR session, than to ask users in person at the reference desk. The return rate for our VR users during that period of time was approximately 28 percent. For the desk survey, the staff handed out surveys to users at the end of a reference interaction. Although all staff at the reference desks were aware of the study, they were not always able to hand them out consistently (this could have been for a number of reasons: e.g., staff would often forget or be too busy). Consequently, we cannot calculate the return rate of the reference desk surveys. Our purpose, however, was to obtain enough data to compare VR and reference desk users, not to sample the larger academic communities of our universities; and our main concern was to obtain enough data to ensure that smaller groups, like graduate students, would be adequately represented. The amount of data that would have resulted from a random sampling of our university populations would not have been adequate to describe our VR users. For example, Johnson sampled the entire university population, and of that sample only 3 percent had used the chat ~ervice.~'
The intent was to be able to explore VR and desk users in terms of their preferences and behavior. While this type of sampling does not allow for statistical significance testing (a Chi square, for example), the sample size provided some latitude for analysis and speculation as well as the opportunity to suggest directions for further study The focus of the study was primarily in the comparison of preferences of our two user groups. We compared the status (undergraduate, graduate students, staff, and so on) of these two user groups, but this study did not undertake a thorough analysis of other characteristics such as age, gender, and commuting distance.
Focus Groups
Four focus groups were conducted following the survey in the winter of 2005. They were carried out both in person and online. The purpose was to gain qualitative insight into some of the issues that arose from the survey results and to assist us in defining directions for future study The online focus groups were made possible through the Meeting Room function of our Tutor.com VR software. Each focus group was given seven questions relating to help-seeking preferences, problems encountered when getting help, expectations of the chat reference service, and suggestions for improvement of the chat service. Seven volunteers for the in-person groups and four for the online groups took part in the focus groups. This anecdotal evidence will be noted in the discussion section. 
